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Abstract
I examine the optical methods employed by Rend Descartes and Sir Isaac
Newton. I also present my results after performing selected experiments
recorded by both of them. These experiments show that light follows strict
patterns of behavior. I compare the results that I obtain to the results
of Descartes and Newton and report whether their explanations are still
accepted or rejected. I also examine selected Queries posed by Newton to
answer his unanswered questions with modern knowledge of light.

Introduction

fi

Light has fascinated human curiosity for thousands of years.

Begin-

ning with the ancient Greeks, many scientific minds have since developed
theories considering the composition and behavior of light.

Some main-

tained that light consisted of tiny particles; others believed light was a
wave.

Some thought light traveled from its source to the eye instanta-

neously, or at infinite speed; others later determined that light moves at
a finite, measurable speed.

Although many theories preceded his, Ren6

Descartes looked upon light in a new and promising manner: "Cartesian
theory was the first clearly to assert that light itself was nothing but a
mechanical property of the luminous object and of the transmitting medium"
Before Descartes, scientists had adopted the Aristotelian

(Sabra, p. 48).
view of light.

Aristotle did not consider light as a separate, mechanical

entity apart from its source and the substance, or medium, between the
source and the eye: "light for Aristotle was a state or quality which the
medium acquired all at once from the luminous object" (Sabra, p. 46).
Hence, Aristotelian light was transmitted instantaneously between the
source and the eye.

Descartes also believed that light traveled instanta-

neously, but his concept of light required that the transmission of light
itself involve motion.

After Descartes, light no longer existed simply as

a property the medium acquired from the source.

Separating light from the

medium allowed one to examine the properties of light as mechanical events
that could be explained with known mechanical concepts.

A mechanical

System would be easier to understand and experiment with than Aristotle's
abstract concept.
With this novel conception of light, Descartes opened the door for
his successor, indisputably one of the greatest scientific minds in human

